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Today

Å Share my process of personal and professional growth 

with photovoice

Å Introduce photovoice (pv)

Å Share photos from pv participants in Lowell, South 

Africa, and Framingham

Å Reflect on process and ethics of pv

Å Share some visual metaphors

Å Review ways to analyze visuals and text

Å Consider some limitations of these methods

Å View examples of outreach and scholarship

Å Discuss some conclusions and implications
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Including Perspectives of Patients 

and Community Members:

A Social Justice Issue



What is photovoice?

üA group process of community and  

personal reflection using photographs 

and written narratives

üConsciousness-raising education

üDialogue with policymakers, peers, and 

self (reflection)

üRepresenting experience and producing 

knowledge through images and text



Photovoice

Å Is similar to qualitative interviews, furnishes 
opportunity to have a voiceða sayðin a research 
context (Mishler 1986/1991)

Å Goes further than qualitative interviews by 
providing:

a) Multiple occasions to share experience

b) Opportunities to contribute to data analysis, 
codifying efforts, policy and outreach (Wang, Yi, 
Tao, and Carovano 1998)

Institute for Behavioral Health



Timeline
Å 2000: Research methods: build rationale for independent 

study project with youth

Å 2001 Spring: Girls Inc Lowell project

Å 2001 Fall: Mdantsane project

Å 2002: Grant for Curriculum Guide for Girls Inc

Å 2003: Guide published (EMC part of this)

Å 2004: Enrolled in PhD program at Brandeis

Å 2005: Pilot with 1 brain injury survivor

Å 2006/7: Brain Injury Support Group & Spaulding projects

Å 2008: PhD!

Å 2009: Book published; first peer-review paper published

Å 2009 - : Visual methods trainings for researchers & clinicians: 
e.g., UMASS, Vancouver, Nebraska, AMERSA

Å 2009 - : Seeking funding for visual research

Å 2010 - : 2 papers published; CAP Girls Inc

Å 2011 - : 2 papers published; Video with Brain Injury Group



Building a Project Rationale

ÅActivismðplant a seed

Å Identityðunderstand self

ÅLearn by doingðdeeper learning

ÅEmpowermentðwork in a group

ÅCommunity resources and voice

ÅVisual literacyðlearn to read 

photos

At Domenicôs suggestion, I used Research 
Methods (LIUS EdD program) to explore the 
literature around youth and arts-based education:



Roots of Photovoice

ÅPaolo Freire popular education

ÅPhoto novela 

ÅPhotography as social 

documentation

ñé it becomes necessary, not 

precisely to deny the fact, but to ósee 

it differently.ôò(Freire, 2000)



Photovoice Worldwide

ÅSince 1991, photovoice projects 

worldwide have created awareness of 

local conditions and empowered 

disenfranchised people to act as 

catalysts for community change

ÅCheck out www.photovoice.com





Photovoice at Girls Inc. Lowell



ñMy aunt is special to me because she is very cool and 

teaches me things about life.ò Jessica, 14



ñThis is a sign near my school. I think itôs a good thing 

to have because it keeps kids safe.ò Becky, 13



ñWhen I see trash on the ground it upsets me, and I 

wish that some day we can get people together to 

pick up the city of Lowell.ò Elise, 13



ñThis is one of many cracks in our h.s. dance floor. 

One girl was injured this year. I hope that this photo 

will help get the floor fixed.ò Kerry17



Ethical challenge



Outcomes for Girls Inc Lowell

ÅGot the high school dance floor fixed

ÅWon a national Girls Inc award

ÅWon a grant for curriculum guide 

ÅFeatured in funder publications

ÅUsing pv in school outreach activities

ÅHolds exhibits at UMASS Lowell

ÅContinues to do pv with girls ïgreat outreach 

project in middle schools

ÅHas seen affiliates in US and Canada do 

their own projects

ÅWon a grant for a second curriculum guide 

(on another staff-developed project)





Photovoice in Mdantsane









Promotes Dialogue



Photovoice participants in dialogue with policymakers, Mdantsane 

Township, Eastern Cape, South Africa, 2001



Resources



Problems



ñThis is a picture of the youth of Mdantsane. They 

are enjoying themselves by drinking liquor in the 

tavern. They have nothing to do. It was the time for 

rest. It was midnight. I think it is a bad thing that 

they are here and not at home.ò--Zanele



ñThis is a bad situation. 
The streets are always 
muddy even on sunny 
days. There are insects 
which bring illness to 
people. Cars cannot enter 
in this community. These 
roads need renovation. If 
the municipality would 
contribute gravel, the 
community would fill in the 
holes themselves.ò--
Luyazola



Some Challenges





Photovoice with Brain Injury Survivors

Purposes, to:

Gain an understanding of lived experience 

with brain injury and the concerns of brain 

injury survivors living in the community

Provide an opportunity for participants to 

reflect on their lives, use their brains, and 

employ a variety of cognitive skills

Create awareness of brain injury in the 

community



Background

Å Acquired brain injury (ABI) vs traumatic brain 

injury (TBI)

Å 1.4 million TBIs diagnosed each year in 

hospitals; 5.3 million w/ disabilities from TBI

Å Executive functioning, communication, 

memory, fatigue, chronic migraines, slowed 

processing speed in brain, etc

Å Knowledge gap: lived experience with brain 

injury



Group

Å10-year old brain injury survivor support 

group in Framingham, MA

Å8 survivors volunteered to participate in 

a 10 week photovoice project

ÅParticipants were injured 3 to 31 years 

agoð6 with TBI, 2 with brain tumors

ÅMy 2 co-facilitators are also brain injury 

survivorsðwe planned the project for 6 

months and facilitated it together



A Photovoice Path

Photovoice: Asks people to 

represent their lives, point of 

view and experience using 

photographs and narratives 

(Wang & Burris, 1997)



Learn about Ethical and Safety Issues

ÅMake sure you are ñsafeò when you take 
pictures

ÅAlways ask permission before taking 
someoneôs photo

ÅRespect their right to refuse

ÅBe ready to explain the project to others

ÅAsk permission before putting someoneôs 
photo in an exhibit

ÅThink of othersô safety and be respectful of 
their lives



Sample Visual Research Questions

ÅWhat is it like to live with brain injury?

ÅWhat in my life or community has improved my quality 
of life living with brain injury?

ÅWhat in my life or community has affected my quality 
of life in a negative way as I live with brain injury?

ÅWhat do I want to tell other people about living with 
brain injury?

ÅHow is my life different now from how it was before I 
developed brain injury?  What is better?  What is 
worse?

ÅWhat are my hopes for the future?  And what might 
help me get there?



A Photovoice Path

Photovoice: Asks 

people to represent their 

lives, point of view and 

experience using 

photographs and narratives 

(Wang & Burris, 1997)



Photo-taking Options

ÅUse disposable cameras ïor choose another 
option

ÅLet participants work alone or in teams

ÅProvide 1 to 3 cameras or photo opportunities per 
person--15 and 50 photos per participant or team

ÅEmphasize photo content

ÅAllow participants to contribute family snaps or 
historical photos

ÅAllow participants to give the camera to others

ÅEncourage photos that are representational and 
metaphorical



A Photovoice Path

Photovoice: Asks people to 

represent their lives, point of 

view and experience using 

photographs and narratives 

(Wang & Burris, 1997)



SHOWEDé

What do you SEE here?

Whatôs really HAPPENING here?

How does this relate to OUR lives?

WHY does this problem/situation/strength exist?

How could this image EDUCATE the community/policy makers/ etc.? 

What can we DO about it (the problem/situation/strength)?

Source: Wang and Burris, 1997



A Photovoice Path

Photovoice: Asks people to 

represent their lives, point of 

view and experience using 

photographs and narratives 

(Wang & Burris, 1997)



Outreach 

Considerations

WHO do you want to reach?

WHAT are your messages?

WHY? What action(s) do 

you want them to take? 

HOW? What types of media 

and products will reach 

them?

Outreach efforts can 

generate valuable critical 

thinking and life skills



Consent is a Tiered Process

Consent by participants to: 

ÅParticipate--take photographs and discuss in 
the research setting

ÅShare photographs outside the research 
context, for educational and other purposes 

Consent by photographic ñsubjectsò to:

ÅHave photo taken

ÅShare photograph outside the research 
context

Consent by guardians is required for photos 
by or of minors or persons with cognitive 
challenges



Photovoice and Metaphors

Letôs take a closer looké



Sample Representational Photo



Source: Pre-pilot study 2005

Photographer: Laura Foley

A visual metaphor that has inspired 

many others since. 

Institute for Behavioral Health

What Do You See?



éthatôs how I feltéright after my 

accident, that there was no connection 

and there were so many missing links 

as I tried to begin living againéit was 

kind of like living in the middle of 

nowhereéWhen I saw that, well, that 

seemed like a perfect way to sum it all 

up, you know 

Source: Pre-pilot study 2005

Photographer: Laura Foley

Institute for Behavioral Health

Thatôs How I Felt



The previous photo inspired this visual metaphor. What do you see?

Source: Brain Injury X-Posed 2006

Photographer: Judy S

Institute for Behavioral Health

What Do You See?



The shell of my life became broken. Inside my head is scrambled with strands of 

my life no longer blended. 

Source: Brain Injury X-Posed 2006

Photographer: Judy S
Institute for Behavioral Health

Inside My Head



Source: Brain Injury X-Posed 2006

Photographer: David S

Institute for Behavioral Health

What Do You See?



éImagine yourself trying to run on iceéThe faster you run, the 

more you get nowhere. These images parallel how each and 

every day of my life begins since I suffered my brain injury. I seem 

to spend a whole lot of time getting nothing accomplished.

Running on Ice



Source: Brain Injury X-Posed 2006

Photographer: Peggi R 

This visual metaphor became the 

representative image for the group 

exhibit. 

What Do You See?


